







Praise for
How to Make Peace in the Middle East in Six Months or Less
Without Leaving Your Apartment

“Gregory Levey may or may not be able to save the world. But I do know this: He writes a very entertaining and informative book. The section on Second Life alone is worth the price of admission.”

—A. J. Jacobs, author of My Life as an Experiment

“Greg Levey has made a comic masterpiece out of the world’s most intractable conflict—yet hidden among the sidesplitting laugh lines are insights about the Middle East that are no laughing matter. I’ve read dense scholarship on Israeli-Palestinian affairs that does not capture the irony or the humanity of the situation half as well as this hilarious book.”

—Joseph Braude, author of The New Iraq:
Rebuilding the Country for Its People,
the Middle East, and the World

“The conflict in the Mideast isn’t best handled by diplomats, ideologues, or think-tank wonks, but by Greg Levey, the one man with the courage to call it like it is: an exhausting, frustrating, dinner-party-killing morass, ruled over by nutjobs of all stripes. HTMPITMEISMOLWLYA is the comedic Oslo Plan we’ve been waiting for, and Levey delivers his diagnosis of the situation with the on-the-ground wisdom of Thomas Friedman and the experimental wit of A. J. Jacobs. Make laughs, not war.”

—David Sax, author of Save the Deli

“Laughs AND insight—a killer combo. Loved it so much I am looking forward to ‘How to Create Cold Fusion Without Getting Out of the Hot Tub.’”

—Lenore Skenazy, author of Free-Range Kids

“A lively and humorous account of one man’s quest to solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Levey’s thoughtfulness and wit make this book an absorbing read for Middle East neophytes and veterans alike.”

—Jennifer Miller, author of Inheriting the Holy Land:
An American’s Search for Hope in the Middle East
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For my parents—
one a warrior,
the other a diplomat

 

I hope that someday we will be able to put away our fears and prejudices and just laugh at people.

—Jack Handey



Author’s Note

I don’t want to give anything away, so I’m not going to tell you whether or not I succeeded in making peace in the Middle East. You’ll have to read this whole book if you want to find that out.

But I will tell you that my intention was never to make light of the tragic situation in the region. On the contrary, as I wrote in my first book, “Sometimes it is the comic details that best reflect the gravity of the larger picture.”

To the best of my recollection, all the events recounted here are true. I really did play phone tag with the White House, go undercover as an Evangelical Christian, do combat training with a paramilitary group, and end up at a real castle owned by a guy who seemed to always wear a cape. But while I was quite often taking notes, for some events and conversations I have had to rely on memory, with its considerable limitations.

I have sometimes obscured people’s personal details to protect their privacy. Astute readers, news junkies, and friends might notice that I have also tinkered with the chronology of events, both political and personal, and that in a few isolated cases, I have used composite characters. I did this to maintain narrative flow and in order to entertain you—so I don’t want to hear any complaints about it. Don’t be a Fundamentalist.

One final note. In looking over this book, it occurs to me that even if I intended to take a bird’s-eye look at the Middle East situation, I have inevitably approached it from the point of view of someone who is North American, who is of my generation, who is secular, and who is Jewish. In other words, from my own perspective.

But with a conflict so dense and complicated, I think that’s all any of us can hope to do.

—G.L., January 2010
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CHAPTER ONE
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My Struggles with Dementia

I was in the hallway outside an auditorium, waiting to give a talk to the audience sitting inside, when the organizer of the event told me something that gave me cause for concern.

“Just so you know,” she said, “your opening act has dementia.”

I thought I must have misheard, and wanted to ask her to repeat herself, but she had already walked into the room to get things started.

My opening act has dementia? I thought. What?

To be honest, I was surprised to hear that I even had an opening act, since I was just a first-time author doing a talk about my book.

I stood just outside the room and watched a man in his early sixties take the podium and proceed to give a presentation that was part lecture about the Middle East, part prayer, and mostly gibberish. The audience, which was composed largely of middle-aged and elderly people, took it in stride, and later on I found out that this was the group’s standard procedure. This guy was apparently a regular at these events and had a habit of yelling out nonsensical statements during people’s presentations, so the thinking was that if they let him do his little talk before the real guest speaker went up, he was less likely to interrupt. Indeed, when he was finished, my opening act got a fair amount of applause. I took this as a good sign. Apparently I was dealing with an easy crowd.

That was the first time I had encountered literal dementia on my book tour, but because the book I was promoting was about the Middle East, more than a few of the people I was interacting with were a bit off the rails. I had encountered everything from armchair extremists more fanatical than their on-the-ground equivalents to peace activists so strident in their pacifism that they seemed on the verge of violence. In fact, these bizarre, often frustrating interactions had driven me to set a new goal for myself.

Mostly because I was tired of hearing about it, I had decided that I was going to personally solve the Middle East conflict.

The situation in the Middle East is a festering wound, only without all the charm, and by the time my first book came out, I was tired of picking at it. When I was a twenty-five-year-old law student in New York, I applied for an internship at the Israeli consulate and was surprised to instead be offered a full-time job as a speechwriter for the Israeli Mission to the UN. A bit later, despite not even being Israeli, I was asked to move to Israel to be an English speechwriter for Prime Minister Ariel Sharon. That parade of absurdity was the subject of my book. You should read it, or at very least buy it.

As was apparent to anyone who finished the book, by the time I left Israel after two and a half years of writing speeches, I had had more than enough of the whole situation. I flew back to America, ready to forget the whole thing. But it wasn’t as easy to escape as I had hoped.

For starters, I seemed to have unwittingly developed an area of expertise. I don’t mean to suggest that I was anything like an actual expert on Israel—my Hebrew was still shaky and I never could figure out why Israelis drank chocolate milk out of a bag instead of a carton—but I’d gained some firsthand knowledge of how the Middle East functioned, or didn’t.

As a result, when I decided to get into journalism and started to pitch articles, everyone wanted me to write about the Middle East. So soon I was interviewing former colleagues in the Israeli government and analyzing the always horrible situation for various newspapers and magazines.

The analysis was usually simple:


	1. People are killing each other.

	That is nothing compared to the threat of violence on the horizon.

	There is a glimmer of hope that things will be worked out for the best.

	But they probably won’t.



It didn’t take a Ph.D. in Middle East Studies to put together this incisive analysis. I made frequent phone calls to interview people in Israel, but because I was now back in North America, many of the experts I was contacting were in the United States. I spoke with American politicians and their aides; lobbyists; Middle East activists of various stripes; military folks; and fund-raisers. And as I published more articles, I was approached by more and more laypeople. Laypeople whose convictions were firmer and more entrenched than any I had encountered in the Middle East itself.

“We should attack Iran,” an audience member at one of my speaking events would say, leaving it entirely unclear who she meant by “we” or if she herself was willing to join in the fighting.

“I prefer to think of Hezbollah as political activists, not terrorists,” someone else would write in an email, which to me sounded like arguing that Italy was not really a country, but more like a pizza party.

It was all a bit overwhelming. Before I’d found myself entangled with the Israeli government, I hadn’t known all that much about the Middle East situation. By the time I finished my stint abroad, my eyes had been opened wide to the dysfunctional way the region often worked. But I still had the vague idea that if the situation were being handled by the people I’d grown up with—by those from New York or Los Angeles or Toronto—then everything could have been solved by now.

It turned out that I was horribly wrong. As soon as I started to work as a journalist, I was blown away by the fervency and emotion that discussions of the Middle East elicited in North America. Everyone I encountered—whether they fell on the right among the hawks or on the left among the doves, whether they were Jew, non-Jew, or Arab—seemed sure that if they were just given six months and the authority, they could solve the Middle East conflict once and for all. Probably without leaving their armchairs, or taking a break from yelling at CNN.

Even in Israel, where I’d interacted with Israelis from all over the political spectrum, or at the UN, where I had met various Arab officials, I had encountered very few true Fundamentalists. The majority of those who actually lived in the region dealt with the issue of peace in a practical way, and they seemed to have a firmer grasp of the realities of the situation. For the most part, they seemed to realize that very little could be cast in black-and-white terms, and that the only way to achieve anything in the peace process was to be pragmatic rather than strictly ideological.

Not so in the West, where there was no room for nuance when discussing the Middle East. People I encountered here were set in their opinions. Something as trivial as reality was never going to change their minds.

Shortly after I returned from Israel and started writing about my experiences in the Middle East, I began to get requests to appear as a guest on radio and television shows. The invitations came in from right-wing shows, left-wing shows, shows aimed at Jewish listeners, and even from Al Jazeera. It was at one of the first of these—a show that was broadcast on national television in Canada—that I realized just how nasty and unproductive these discussions could get.

I had received a phone call from a producer asking me if I would be a part of a panel discussion. The panel, along with a studio audience and the audience at home, would watch a documentary about Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails. After that, we could discuss it and field questions from the audience.

Sure, I thought. Why not?

Well, soon I would find out exactly why not.

On the day of the show, I arrived at the studio and met the producer in the lobby, along with Harris, a political activist from Washington, and Oded, the Israeli who had made the film.

“You three are the moderates on the panel,” the producer told us, and we looked at one another as if trying to discern signs of ideological affinity.

There were a fair number of people involved, the producer explained, among them far-left activists, far-right, pro-Israel activists, former Palestinian prisoners, and Norman Finkelstein, a controversial professor at DePaul University in Chicago.

I was peripherally aware that, at the time, Finkelstein was in the midst of a battle to get academic tenure. The child of Holocaust survivors, he was a vocal and acerbic critic of Israel, and his tenure application process had turned highly political.

He and Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard Law School professor and ardent supporter of Israel, were engaged in what amounted to verbal warfare. A few years earlier, Finkelstein had published a book devoted to attacking Dershowitz’s Middle East stance and accusing him of plagiarism. Dershowitz had reportedly tried to stop the book from being published—apparently asking Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger to intervene, since the book was published by the University of California Press. The two academics were now involved in an ongoing personal conflict. Some were even saying that Dershowitz had tried to dissuade DePaul from granting Finkelstein tenure.

Oded disappeared with one of the producers, and Harris and I were led into one of the green rooms, where assorted people were waiting for the show to start. I couldn’t identify some of them, but one group was clearly the former Palestinian prisoners. Looking at them, I thought of my stint in the Israeli government. I had begun it with a reflexive support for Israel and its policies; by the time I had finished, I still only wished the country the best, but had begun to see more complexity in the issues than before.

Still, while I knew that Israel often locked up Palestinians for what might seem to an outsider like mild offenses—throwing stones at heavily armored tanks, for example—I also thought that a solid portion of jailed Palestinians were there for good reason. So I couldn’t help but wonder who exactly I was sharing the stage with.

Eventually, we were called to the studio. There, scattered among the bright lights and camera equipment, were about a hundred audience members. Our chairs were labeled with our names and set up in a circle. The audience sat around us in a bigger circle.

One of the Palestinian former prisoners was seated directly beside me, and we greeted each other and shook hands. We made small talk and I wondered what he would think once he found out that I had been a mouthpiece of the government that imprisoned him. I didn’t know if he had tried to blow up Israelis or if he had just sworn at the wrong border guard, but I did know that he had recently been in an Israeli jail and I had recently been in the Israeli government, and we were chatting just like two strangers seated beside each other at a wedding—one from the groom’s side and the other from the bride’s.

Before anyone on the panel was officially introduced, we watched the movie together. It was a portrayal of the culture and difficult conditions Palestinian prisoners had to weather in Israeli jails. I thought it was interesting but fairly innocuous—from what I knew about Israel, it wouldn’t have been particularly controversial there, where criticism of the state’s policies from a multitude of different angles was the norm.

But, as it turned out, the video was extremely controversial on this side of the world. Right after the movie ended, the host launched the discussion and it quickly grew heated. A few right-leaning panelists denounced the film for being too sympathetic to the Palestinians and not mentioning Israeli suffering. Some on the left criticized it for not showing what they believed to be the true extent of the plight of Palestinian prisoners. For a long while, the Palestinian former prisoners stayed quiet, but when the host asked the one beside me to speak about his impression of the movie, he said that his experiences had been much more grueling than those portrayed in the film. This enraged the far-right activists, who started yelling. That, in turn, enraged the far-left activists, who started yelling louder. Things were not going well.

The host only introduced his guests after they jumped into the fray. And since I’d quickly realized that this was not an argument I wanted any part of, I was not opening my mouth. So I just sat up there—a silent, nameless figure on a violently heated panel.

Soon the argument had veered away from the movie itself and back toward the old hackneyed Middle East debate. Those on the far Left talked about colonization, checkpoints, and brutal Israeli soldiers. The panelists on the far Right talked about terrorism, suicide bombing, and biblical land claims. Those on the Left seemed to believe that Israel was the cause of all of the Middle East’s problems, as well as the deficiencies in American foreign policy. To the Right, Israel was always correct—even if its security measures were disproportionate or its settlement policies unproductive. The panelists on the Left thought that any measures Israel took to protect its citizens’ lives were discriminatory, that its policies were designed to oppress the Palestinians, and although they didn’t say it explicitly, it sounded like their prescription was for Israel just to simply cease to exist. Those on the Right thought that every waking thought of each Palestinian was to kill all the Jews on the planet. When they looked at a Palestinian, all they saw was Hitler. As they argued, in louder and louder voices, it was almost as if the two sides couldn’t even hear each other at all.

A few times Harris and a couple of the other relatively restrained people managed to push their way into the conversation, trying to strike some kind of middle ground before being yelled back into silence. It was during one of these exchanges that I noticed an interesting little aside.

In the front row of the audience, just behind my Palestinian neighbor and me, were a couple of his friends. Before the show had started, they had been chatting a bit in English, and had greeted me as well, unaware of my backstory. Now, as Harris and a few other nonfanatics tried—more or less vainly—to have their voices heard, one of these audience members leaned forward to speak to his friend, the Palestinian former prisoner beside me.

“It’s easier to deal with the extreme Zionists,” he whispered. “Much harder to deal with the moderates.”

The Palestinian nodded in agreement. With the panelists screaming tired clichés back and forth, it was the most interesting observation I’d heard so far.

Meanwhile, the shouting continued, and I remained quiet, increasingly aware that I was the only one who wasn’t getting involved, while a studio and television audience looked on, probably wondering why I’d been put on the panel in the first place. Self-conscious, I started staring downward to avoid the camera, which meant that I found myself looking directly at Norman Finkelstein’s socks.

Wow, I thought, Norman Finkelstein is wearing some pretty flamboyant socks.

They were a medley of colors in an intricate pattern, and as I continued to stare at them as a distraction, I wondered if he always wore socks like that or if he had just chosen to wear them because he was on TV. Anyone watching the show would have seen a group of people ferociously debating the Middle East, and one person staring at his copanelist’s feet.

Eventually, the host asked for members of the studio audience to comment, and a succession of them did, mostly spouting the same angry arguments aired by the panelists, only in far less lucid forms.

The final one, though, brought the emotional pitch up a notch. He was a teenager of Palestinian descent, but English was his native tongue, and it was clear that he was just as North American as me. Immediately after getting ahold of the microphone, he launched a barrage of angry insults at the right-wing pro-Israel crowd on the panel, berating them and accusing them of “stealing my country.”

One of the panelists took the bait and started yelling back.

“But it’s not your country!” he screamed. “It’s our country!”

The teenager’s eyes started to tear up, and he continued to scream until his microphone was taken away and everyone was quieted down.

It wasn’t really either of their countries, I thought. They both lived on the other side of the world, and enjoyed the kind of security and peace of mind that those living in the region—both Israeli and Palestinian—could only dream of. But they both believed they had the answer to the conflict, just like everyone else on the panel.

And that’s when I decided that I would be the one to finally make Middle East peace. If nothing else, I figured, it would shut everyone up.

By the time I began my book tour, the idea had crystallized in my mind.

I would speak to as many people as possible from all over the political spectrum—from the biggest players in the Middle East debate to the cranks who kept bombarding my email in-box—and I would try to figure out what each of them was proposing. In doing so, I hoped to better understand America’s perspective on the issue, and maybe even come to some solution. The 2008 presidential campaign was about to begin, and all signs suggested that the Middle East would play a serious role in the results of the election—and that the results of the election would play a serious role in the Middle East.

Over the coming months, I would meet with the various factions and explore the full range of theories—from the sensible to the totally crackpot. I’d participate in some of the outlandish activities that the Middle East debate spawned in North America and try my hand at peacemaking as a sort of freelance diplomat.

Even though I was tired of talking about Israel, I was excited about my journey. I thought that, in a curious way, it might be my only way to escape the conflict. At the very least, hopefully, I would begin to understand why so many people were so obsessed with the subject—and why I myself could not stop engaging with it, despite being absolutely sick of the whole thing.

After I finished my book talk that day, drawing approximately the same amount of applause as the man with dementia, several people from the audience approached me, as they usually did at these events. They would tell me their opinions about the Middle East or ask me strange and irrelevant personal questions, like whether or not I was married. As the line formed, I noticed that my “opening act” had stepped forward, and I didn’t know what to expect when he made his way to the front of the line.

“Do you live in Israel?” he asked once he had reached me.

“No,” I told him. “I did for a little while, but I came back.”

“It’s nice to meet you!” he said, and shook my hand.

“Thank you very much.” I smiled. I was relieved that this conversation was turning out to be quite sensible.

“Do you live in Israel?” he asked again.

I wasn’t sure exactly how to proceed, but other people were now asking me questions, which allowed me to move on without seeming too rude. One woman asked me if it was too dangerous for her grandchildren to visit Israel. No, I told her, and urged her to encourage them to go.

“You know there is no such thing as a Palestinian?” a man asked me, starting to repeat a tired argument I had heard many times before. “They only came to the area after the Jews started arriving. The Jews are the real Palestinians.”

I just smiled and nodded, which was generally my strategy when arguments from the far Right or the far Left were foisted on me. All the while, I noted that my opening act was still standing around.

At many of the Israel-related events I spoke at, senior citizens made up a good portion of the audience, but that day the average age was even older than usual. This meant that the event organizer had some additional concerns beyond the usual logistics.

“I better go to the table where they’re selling your book,” she whispered to me as I continued to speak to the handful of people standing around. “There is one old woman who has to be watched. Otherwise she steals books.”

Then she was gone to deal with this potential threat, and my opening act was standing right in front of me again.

“Do you live in Israel?” he asked once more.

“No,” I told him again. “I did for a little while, but I came back.”

“It’s nice to meet you!” he said, and shook my hand.

“Thank you very much,” I said and smiled.

“Do you live in Israel?” he asked.

The coming months were not going to be easy.



CHAPTER TWO
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Neither Left nor Right,
I’m Just Staying Home Tonight

Shortly after I decided to be the one to make peace in the Middle East, I found myself going to a lunch meeting with someone who worked at a Jewish nonprofit in New York. A mutual friend had thought we would get along and that maybe we would be able to work together on a project of some sort.

Only as I arrived at the restaurant, a small Italian place on the Upper East Side, did it occur to me that I had no idea what this person looked like. I just knew that his name was Wayne, and I had the vague idea that he was in his thirties or early forties. So when I walked in, a little late, and found that the only person standing by the door was well into his sixties, I was a bit surprised.

“Wayne?” I asked tentatively.

“Yes,” he said with a big smile, shaking my hand.

Okay, I thought, so Wayne was a bit older than I’d anticipated.

“I’m Gregory,” I said. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m sorry I’m a bit late.”

He looked at his watch, and his brow furrowed.

“I actually thought I was a bit early,” he told me.

But before we could discuss this any further, the maître d’ appeared and asked us if we wanted a table for two.

We told him that we did, and followed him across the restaurant to an empty table. Then, just as we were about to sit down and I was already wondering if it would be appropriate to order appetizers, my lunch companion suddenly stopped.

“Wait,” he said, “did you ask me if my name was Wayne?”

“Yes!” I said, alarmed.

“My name is Barry,” he told me.

He sounded almost apologetic, and we both paused for a long while, assessing the situation.

“Then why did you say yes?” I asked him eventually.

“I thought you had misspoken.”

When Wayne arrived and we sat down at our table, I quickly forgot about the awkwardness with Barry. It was impossible to pay attention to anything other than Wayne, who was so full of manic energy that it seemed possible that he would accidentally knock cutlery or glassware onto my lap at any moment. He was English, which I hadn’t known before, and as soon as we sat down together, he started swearing profusely. I liked him immediately.

“You were a bloody speechwriter for the Israeli government?” he asked. “How the fucking hell did that happen?”

As politely as I could, I told him to read my book. I had even brought him a copy, and I handed it to him.

“Fuck!” he said for no apparent reason, staring at the cover.

We ordered our food, and Wayne told me about what his organization did. It had very little to do with the Middle East, but it was interesting stuff. Because I had been immersed in Middle East–related activities for a while, I sometimes forgot that organizations like his existed—American Jewish groups who stayed out of the Middle East fray.

Then he asked me what my next project was.

“I’m going to try to make peace in the Middle East,” I told him.

“You’re shitting me,” he said. “Why the fuck would you try to do that?”

Especially because of his English accent, I thought his constant swearing was somehow funny, but the volume at which he was doing it was starting to make me a bit uncomfortable. A group of Asian tourists were eating lunch, and I noticed that a few of them were casting concerned glances in our direction.

I lowered my voice a little, hoping he would follow suit, and told him about my reasoning. I was sick of hearing about the situation in the Middle East, I said, and if solving it myself was the only way to end it, then that was what I had to do. I explained that my plan was to talk to a wide collection of people engaged with the debate, and see if I could broker a solution—guided by the line I had heard from the Palestinian former prisoner’s friend about how it was harder to fight a moderate than a radical. In the end, not only would I hopefully put one of the world’s longest-running conflicts to rest, I would also write another book about the experience.

“So you’re going to spend months talking to all those Israel nutters?” he asked.

“I think I have to,” I told him.

He took a sip of his water, and seemed to be considering what I had told him.

“That’s fucking stupid,” he said.

I wondered if this was going to be the reaction I got from everyone as I tried to move forward on my project, and I asked him why he thought so.

“You’ve just fucking told me that you’re sick of talking about the Middle East and hanging around with all those bloody nutters,” he said. “And now you tell me that you’re going to waste your time doing more of that when you actually want to be doing something else. Of course that’s fucking stupid.”

Suddenly I had an idea.

“Will you be one of my advisors?” I asked him.

“What?”

I explained to him that I had been thinking that it might be useful for me to get a handful of people whom I could run ideas by as I proceeded. Wayne wouldn’t serve as a political advisor, exactly, but more as a devil’s advocate.

“I’ll fucking do it,” he said. “I’ll check up on you, but I’m not doing it because I think it’s a good idea—which I don’t—or to help the bloody book you might write. I’m doing it because I’m worried about your fucking mental health. I think this is going to destroy you. That’s why I’m doing it. I’m worried about your fucking mental well-being. I’m worried about your fucking marriage.”

Okay, I thought, nice to meet you too.

I had to admit that Wayne might have had a point about my marriage. When my wife, Abby, and I had just started dating, I was speechwriting for the Israeli government in New York and she had to deal with me having to shape my schedule to take into account events halfway across the world. Later, when I was recruited to write speeches in Jerusalem, I had to persuade her to drop out of school to go with me, even though we’d only been dating for six months. She inexplicably agreed, and when we decided we’d had enough of the whole endeavor and moved back to North America, she was relieved that we were leaving the Middle East behind.

So when I first told her that I was seeking to get myself involved in the situation again, even if it was mostly just from our apartment, she was less than thrilled.

“I thought you were done with all that,” she said.

“Just when I thought I was out,” I told her, “they pull me back in.”

She didn’t seem to think that was particularly funny, and so I explained to her, as I had to Wayne, that trying my hand at peacemaking might be the only way I could myself escape the grasp of the Middle East.

“Go play your little games,” she said, “but when this is over, I don’t want to hear anything more from you about the Middle East. This is it for you.”

That seemed reasonable, and I took it as her consent to proceed. There was no denying that it was pretty condescending, but I chose to ignore that. After all, peace in the Middle East depended on it.

Before I actually delved into freelance diplomacy, I decided to announce my intentions.

And the way to do that, I figured, might as well be Facebook. I had only been a user of the site for about a year—having failed to resist its growing dominance—but I had somehow amassed a large network of contacts, many of whom I didn’t know at all. They had approached me as a result of my book, my journalism, or just out of the online ether. And many of them frightened me a bit in their fervent obsession with the Middle East and their frequent determination to convey that through Facebook.

In fact, I had been surprised to find that among Facebook’s legions of users, there were a good number of people actively involved with the Middle East debate. From high-profile Washington lobbyists to important Israeli journalists, to activists and operatives of all stripes. It was a bit surreal to find them there, but I had connected on Facebook with many of the people I had first encountered in the real world policy debate.

So, on the day I decided to make my plan public, I logged on to change my status update, the little one-liner at the top of Facebook pages used to keep all your Facebook contacts abreast of your activities. For months, my status update had been blank. I had, apparently, been doing nothing, or at least nothing worth mentioning. Now, though, I had a bold announcement.

I changed it to: “Gregory Levey is Going to Make Peace in the Middle East in Six Months or Less Without Leaving His Apartment.”

The responses and replies began flooding in almost immediately, both from actual friends and from my random contacts.

“I’m going to make pasta,” my friend Matt wrote in response.

“Good luck!” a college kid in California I didn’t know wrote. “Let me know where I can help.”

It was impossible to tell if he was being snarky like Matt or if he was sincere.

“God’s speed!” wrote a Somali woman whom I’d met in law school.

“Did you steal Olmert’s Facebook status?” asked a left-wing Middle East activist I’d once met.

I even got quick responses from a number of people who had engaged with the Middle East in important ways.

“Fine,” wrote a Republican operative who had worked as a high-level liaison to the Orthodox Jewish community, “but genocide is cheating.”

Then an actual former Mossad officer whom I was in contact with wrote, “Greg, it’s not a peace process, but an industry with a revolving conveyor belt of career-minded journalists, clueless peace activists, lazy diplomats, and ivory tower hacks all trying to say they’ve made a difference. Cynical enough for ya?”

*  *  *

I actually did think that my home office was as good a place as any to start on the journey to solving the Middle East conflict. I had an almost comically large number of books, magazines, and journals about Israel and the Middle East, some of which I hadn’t read at all, and I figured a good beginning to my venture would be to bone up on my knowledge.

I’d amassed all the material before and during my stint in the Israeli government, and in the time since, working as a journalist. There were books on the various Middle East wars, on its diverse population groups, and on the different periods in its history, written from all along the political spectrum. Just below Elvis in Jerusalem I found How to Cure a Fanatic. The Case for Israel was beside The Case Against Israel. A book about Jews living in Arab lands was beside several books about Arabs living in Israel. There were books ranging from wild conspiracy theory—one went on and on unconvincingly about Israel’s supposed connection to the death of Princess Diana—to those that were eminently sensible but dry and academic.

I had an enormous book called The Palestinian People, as well as shelves full of books about the broader region, including relatively large sections on Iraq and Saudi Arabia, and books about relevant issues like diplomacy, statecraft, and espionage. Most of the information I would need in order to come up with a plan, I thought, had to be right here.

I picked up Henry Kissinger’s Diplomacy, and paged through it to a section about the Middle East. He was discussing the 1956 Suez Crisis, when Israel, the United Kingdom, and France had launched military operations against Egypt, only to be forced out by U.S.–sponsored resolutions at the United Nations. On that episode, Kissinger wrote, “It takes perseverance to find a policy which combines the disadvantages of every course of action, or to construct a coalition that weakens every partner simultaneously. Great Britain, France, and Israel managed just that feat.”

I knew the historical context that had precipitated that war and its end, but it still always seemed odd from the perspective of the present day. The French had conspired with the Israelis, and the Americans had stopped them at the United Nations? That didn’t sound right at all.

I noted, though, that the core issues in the Middle East hadn’t really changed—a depressing thought. There was the issue of Israel’s security and the right of the Jewish people to have a country of their own in what they saw as their ancestral homeland. But there was also the issue of the Palestinian people’s right to self-determination in what they understood to be their own ancestral homeland. Then there were the micro issues—and sticking points—that never changed all that much either. There was the question of the status of Jerusalem and the West Bank. The question of borders. The question of resources. There was the question of whether the Arab world would recognize Israel. And there was the question about the fate and rights of the Palestinian refugees who had been displaced at Israel’s founding.

“Often enough, I am asked to predict when and how peace will come to Israel,” I read in the memoirs of David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister. “I am always obliged to give a disappointing answer by confessing that I have no predictions to make.”

But many of the other books did make predictions, as well as prescriptions, discussing the assorted plans for peace that had been put forth over the years. They varied in details and structure, but were similar in essential ways and seemed to blend into each other.
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